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One of most enigmatic figures in mythology is Helen of Troy.  The portrait that ancient authors and scholars alike paint is that of a woman with an uncertain history and a name marred by generations, both contemporary with her life, as well as those contemporary with ours.  Each of these stories has an agenda in that each writer means to portray Helen in a certain light: none of these works manages to keep a neutral or ambivalent tone in Helen’s depiction.  Since the story of Helen’s life is so ambiguous, classical scholars tend to be uncertain as to the veracity of the adventures that each author has Helen embark upon and exactly which of the accounts, if any, are true.  As a result, many of these accounts cause a high level of duplicity among scholars, since she is often subjected to both blame and praise.  Regardless, all of these sources send the same message: women are dangerous and are not to be trusted, and that they are responsible for all that is wrong in society.  Helen, of course, is, and rather unfortunately so, the archetype.  In contrast, seventeenth-century Venetian opera portrays Helen quite differently, usually as a victim of circumstances beyond her control.  This treatment differs from the way the ancient writers depict her. This article examines the various portrayals of Helen in ancient and early modern writings, and compares them to seventeenth-century Venetian operatic portrayals.  The origins and reasons for this phenomenon are also investigated.

The Myth of Helen
Many of the women in Greek mythology are both blamed and praised in a variety of sources and, as Wendy Heller points out, the same thing happens in the earliest operas.​[1]​ Likewise, so do most accounts of Helen, and likewise, most accounts, such as The Iliad, The Odyssey, and The Aeneid, revolve around Helen’s trip to Troy.  Others, however, such as Euripides’ Helen, Orestes, and The Trojan Women give an account of Helen’s abduction to Egypt.  It is significant that stories by these famous Greeks, especially those of Homer, discontinue their tales of Helen once men are no longer pursuing her.​[2]​  Helen’s reputation in these ancient tales is marred in that she is blamed for leaving her husband and her daughter and running off to Troy with Paris, thus causing the famed Trojan War.  Her reputation as an adulteress is found in the obscure riddle-poem, The Alexandra, in which Lycophon deems Helen “the madwoman of Pleuron’s line, married five times.”​[3]​  In Book Four of The Iliad, Helen is said to resemble Artemis, alluding to the fact that while still beautiful, she resembles the goddess most in that she is simultaneously both pure and dangerous.​[4]​  Interestingly enough, in ancient Greek, the root “hel-,” means “to destroy,” and in his Agamemnon, Aeschylus uses this meaning to his advantage to create a play on words in which the chorus condemns her as “the destroyer of ships, destroyer of men, destroyer of cities.”​[5]​  Medieval Italian poet Giovanni Boccaccio remarks that Helen was “notorious throughout the entire world as much for her lustfulness as for the long war that resulted from it.”​[6]​  Significantly, the opening of the entry on Helen in his De muleribus claris portrays her as a victim rather than “a prime mover,” but as the entry progresses, her portrayal reverses and Boccaccio’s stance becomes one that is distanced from any personal opinion.​[7]​ 

The notable exceptions to these negative portrayals are few in comparison with the extant literature, and they occur in Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen, Ovid’s Heroides, and Euripides’ Helen.  In Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen, the author paints a picture of Helen as a woman of virtue in that she has given Theseus great power by surrendering her own sexual and political authority to him, thereby earning respect.​[8]​  This situation reverses her role from a “notorious woman of Troy,” to a woman worthy of great honor and admiration.​[9]​ In Ovid’s Heroides, the poet depicts Helen as a society woman.  Unfortunately, Paris is dismayed by her virtuous behavior and while Helen demands he not express rage over her actions, she simultaneously condones his indignation.​[10]​  Even in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the poet does not blame Helen for her abductions, but rather, as he writes, “…Helen weeps and wonders why she twice was stolen for love.”​[11]​ 

There is no commonly accepted account of Helen’s death within the literature, but the majority of these tales recount punishment for her traitorous actions.  Aside from Euripides’ Orestes, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Pausania’s Description of Greece, accounts about Helen’s life after Troy as well as her death do not exist.  They are, however, pure speculation; some account her spending the remainder of her life in exile, or living out her days experiencing constant retribution for her actions, while others describe her achievement of immortality.  Others, such as Ovid’s Metamorphosis, relate the saddest of fates in which time has caught up with her and her beauty negated as she stares at her reflection, now marred by wrinkles, in the mirror.​[12]​  The most striking fate, however, is the recounting of her death by hanging.​[13]​  Even in the first book of Dante’s La divina commedia, L’inferno, written centuries after the original myth, Helen is condemned to wander through the second circle of hell, roamed by the lustful.​[14]​

Helen in Seventeeth-Century Venetian Opera

The use of Greek and Roman myth was common in early opera, but due to changing aesthetic tastes, this use declined in favor of other topics such as historical subjects.  When used as source material in the seventeenth century, mythological material 
was accorded great status and veneration as librettists often tried to emulate the style and simplicity of these Greek dramas.​[15]​  When the genre moved away from mythological sources, it progressed increasingly toward political subjects that introduced “the fear of tyranny, the claims of republicanism the ambitions of imperialism, and the glory of absolutism.”​[16]​ A survey of the Venetian opera repertoire mounted in theaters during the first nine Carnival seasons (1637-1645), notes that “about half (52.94%) of the plots from the period [were] drawn from mythology, the remainder being called from fantasy (35.29%), chivalric romance (5.88%), pastoral (2.94%), and history (2.94%).”​[17]​  The inclination toward historical subjects in the middle of the century (1650-1655) increased to the point where
…half of the operatic plots mounted […] were in fact related to historical antefacts, 
while 37.5% were romanced or freely invented, and as little as 12.5% based on mythology. The fact that pagan deities appeared in no more than 43.75% of these 
operas testifies to the idea that mythology was undergoing a steady decline.​[18]​

The greatest struggle of a librettist, especially when attempting to write an opera libretto based on a mythological source, is what Michael Ewans terms as “the poetics of appropriation.”  This skill encompasses “the process by which the librettist creates a new text for the opera, and the insights into the natures of the drama which are bestowed by the composer’s setting.”​[19]​  Ewans further lays out the fundamental responsibilities of the librettist when converting myth into opera:

The text of an opera based on Greek tragedy or epic must engage seriously with 
the values and beliefs which are presupposed by the story-pattern of the original 
myth, and the way in which the creator of the source text re-handled the myth to 
give it a particular set of meanings for his Greek audience. The librettist then has 
to create a new version of the story, which will convey to the audience of his time 
the significance that he intends, but does so without creating incongruities between 
the Greek material and the meanings implicit in the new version.​[20]​

For early Italian librettists who based their libretti on mythological sources, this challenge was undoubtedly an obstacle, particularly to those who based operas on tales of Helen.  The plots of several seventeenth-century Venetian operas are based on a story about Helen.  Unlike many historical accounts and later documents, seventeenth-century opera libretti portray Helen in a positive light.  She is described as flatteringly attributed, and more importantly, as a victim of others’ actions through no fault of her own.  Further, most of the tales recounted in the libretti contrast greatly with those told in the various ancient sources.  This conflict is not new in the seventeenth century.  Indeed, in ancient Greek myth and theater, it is not possible to determine with any degree of conviction which of the many accounts of the half-mortal, half-divine Helen’s life are accurate.

The Virtue of Helen
The libretti about Helen are undoubtedly mythological in nature.  Various libretti of early opera attempt to recount Helen’s story, but these often provide more questions than answers.  This fact is in stark contrast to Ewans’ theory, which buttresses that the librettists should maintain the messages which the original sources intended.  Why, then, would the librettists writing operas about Helen so many centuries after her death base their stories on her life, but alter the fundamental perception of her?  Further, from where did such a tradition derive? 

A good starting point for finding the derivation of Helen’s positive image can be traced back to Francesco Agostino Della Chiesa’s Theatro delle donne letterate (1620), a catalog regarding famous women.  In this work, Helen is not blamed for causing the Trojan War.  Instead, Della Chiesa states that the cause of the war lay with the vices of men.​[21]​  This portrayal is in stark contrast to the Medieval and Renaissance perceptions of Helen in which the common belief was that she went with Paris willingly and thus performed an act against God.  Della Chiesa’s depiction, however, is more in keeping with the traditional ancient Greek and Roman conception of Helen – the belief that her actions were in truth an act by a god, Aphrodite, rather than against God.​[22]​

Other sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Italian sources fall into this tradition of exoneration. Arcangela Tarabotti’s Paternal Tyranny of 1654 states that Helen had little or no fault at all, but that the Trojan War was caused by Menelaus departing from his home and leaving Paris alone with his wife.​[23]​ Moderata Fonte’s The Worth of Women of 1592 contends that even though Helen was overpowered by love and compelled to follow Paris, that this actually affirms the dignity and superiority of the female sex.​[24]​ It is noteworthy that even these writings had prior exempla; the writings of Lucrezia Marinella in 1601 and others feature similar vindications of Helen in their published defenses of women.​[25]​

The two main tales about Helen’s life are recounted in five seventeenth-century Venetian operas: her abduction by Theseus to Attica as a young girl and her sojourn to Troy with Paris as an adult.  These five opera libretti are described in Table 1.  In each of these operas, Helen figures as the main character, around whom all of the actions of the drama revolve.  The first two of these five libretti recount Helen’s kidnapping by Theseus, while the last three recount her kidnapping by Paris.

Table 1: Seventeenth-Century Venetian Operas Based on the Myth of Helen​[26]​ 
           Title	    Composer	     Librettist	Year
L’Helena rapita da Theseo	Unknown, but erroneously attributed to Francesco Cavalli​[27]​	Giacomo Badoaro	1653
L’Elena	Francesco Cavalli	Giovanni Faustini and Nicolò Minato	1659
Helena rapita da Paride	Domenico Freschi	Aurelio Aureli	1677
Helena rapita da Paride	Domenico Freschi, text revised by Nicolò Montelbano​[28]​	Aurelio Aureli	1681
Helena rapita da Paride	Domenico Freschi	Aurelio Aureli and Francesco Giovine Navarra	1687

During the seventeenth century, it was typical practice for a librettist to list the source material in the preface to the work, noting which portions were directly from a source and which were of the poet’s own invention.​[29]​  Neither the libretto of Helena rapita da Theseo (1653) nor L’Elena (1659) list their source material in their respective libretti.  Perhaps it was assumed that the audience would find the source material obvious enough, and it was therefore unnecessary to indicate the source material. This omission, however, presents quite a difficulty, since the source material for these two libretti are not obvious to the twenty-first century mind.  The researcher is therefore left to track down the source material in the plethora of versions found in the Helen and Theseus myth.​[30]​  

Unlike L’Elena, Helena rapita da Theseo is more faithful to the various commonly accepted ancient tales of Helen’s kidnapping by Theseus and Peirithous.  Additionally, Helena rapita da Theseo is one of the few libretti for which we have a surviving scenario.​[31]​  Helena rapita da Theseo opens Act I with the kidnapping of the beautiful Helen from the Temple of Diana by Theseus and Peirithous; the blame for her abduction is placed squarely on Theseus.  In the L’Helena of Faustini and Minato, however, Helen’s kidnapping by Theseus is given a comic spin.  With plenty of cross-dressing that goes from male-to-female and female-to-male, Helen is kidnapped along with Menelaus who, at the time, is dressed as a woman who he names Elisa.  According to the libretto, Helen was participating in a wrestling match with Elisa at the time of her capture.  Perithous, believing that Elisa really is a woman, decides to seize her as well instead of journeying to the Underworld to retrieve Persephone as the myth recounts.  As one might imagine, the character in this opera that receives the bad reputation is not Helen, but Theseus.  This label comes from two different events: his capture of Helen and his refusal to return the love of Amazon character Hippolyta.

Unlike Helen’s kidnapping by Theseus, in which she held no responsibility, the ancient Greek portrayals of Helen , as we have seen, are the most misogynistic in the tales regarding her sojourn to Troy with Paris.  Only one opera in the seventeenth century, Helena rapita da Paride, recounts this tale.  It has three libretti tied to it and reverses the misogynistic portrayals of the source material. These three libretti are essentially the same work, but with minor changes between the 1677, 1681, and 1687 versions.  Unlike the many historical accounts that portray Helen as willingly leaving with Paris, these three versions of the libretto depict her as a woman forcefully taken against her will.

Additionally, the character of Helen appears in two other Venetian libretti from the seventeenth century that do not relate to any of her myths, but instead use her as a tool to advance the drama (see Table 2).

Table 2: Seventeenth Century Venetian Operas in Which Helen Appears​[32]​ 
           Title	    Composer	     Librettist	Year
L’incoronazione di Serse	Giuseppe Felice Tosi	Adrianio Morselli	1691
La promessa serbata al primo	Antonio Caldara	Anonymous	1697

In these two operas, Helen receives smaller roles.  In L’incoronazione di Serse, the young Spartan Helen only appears in thirteen of the forty-one scenes.  Although betrothed to the king, she nonetheless must compete with Statira for his love.  Remarkably, the note to the reader explains how both women are portrayed: “Helen […] is representative of magnanimity and modesty; Statira lascivious and cruel.”​[33]​  This portrayal contrasts greatly with the depictions of Helen found in the classical literature.

In La promessa serbata al primo, Helen plays an even smaller role and exists only as a placeholder - that of Meneleus’ wife and Hermione’s mother.  She appears even less often than in L’incoronazione di Serse, only in twelve scenes out of the opera’s forty-seven.  This opera, therefore, employs Helen in her most subsidiary role in seventeenth-century Venetian opera literature.  Here, her character does not affect or propel the action as in the other six. She engages in mere soliloquies and dialogues that usually comment on the action.  Her interaction with other characters serves only to clarify the plot lines.

A more complicated picture of Helen in seventeenth century opera is found in Claudio Monteverdi’s and Giacomo Badoaro’s Il ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria (1641).  Although not present as a character in the opera, Helen is referred to in the work.  At the opening of Act I, scene 1, Penelope, although she does not mention her by name, infers Helen’s guilt in her address to Ulisses as a result of her jealousy.  But it is not until Act II, scene 3, in which Penelope violently denounces Helen to Telemaco when he openly admires Helen’s beauty.​[34]​ Further, Penelope criticizes Helen, for her invirtuous inclination toward infidelity. While Penelope speaks so strongly against Helen, it is Telemaco who speaks positively of her, calling her “the mistress of all the art and science of divination.”​[35]​  Clearly, Badoaro must have had an agenda in making Penelope’s strong and exaggerated reaction toward Helen.  While in the opera, Penelope blames Helen’s actions on her own volition, in The Odyssey, the source on which the opera is based, Penelope insists that no woman could have caused such a destruction as Helen in her elopement with Paris, unless the gods desired it.​[36]​  However, in both Badoaro’s libretto and Ovid’s Heroides, the text states that Penelope suffers from Helen’s actions.​[37]​  

Later operas based on Helen of Troy are more frequently performed than those from the seventeenth century.  A possible reason for the aversion to the seventeenth-century works is revealed in the writings of Raymond Leppard, the man responsible for reviving several of Francesco Cavalli’s operas during the last three decades:

It might reasonably be asked why, if the operas of this time are indeed so valuable, they have not become known and appreciated sooner? The answer is two-fold: the seventeenth century is only now​[38]​ being seen to have a worth-while musical culture of its own and not one merely interesting to music historians because of the way in which operas were composed, it was thought for a long time that they were unperformable. There is left no such thing as a full score representing in detail the composer’s final intentions, nor was there ever such a thing…And only in recent years has this lack of a full score ceased to be interpreted as a factor which marred these seventeenth-century operas forever, causing them to be fit only for the library shelf.​[39]​
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